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Abstract
Hispanic churches in the United States historically have been fed by the influx of
immigrants from Spanish-speaking countries. During the last decade, due to stiffer immigration
laws and economical factors, that influx has decreased dramatically. Now more than ever, a
model to care and retain Hispanics immersed in American culture is necessary for the future of
the Hispanic church in America. What makes it relevant for youth ministry is that most
American-cultured Hispanics are young.

Introduction
In the 1930 classic movie “The Wizard of
Oz”, Dorothy, the main character, finds herself
and Toto, her little dog, in a place different
than where they were before that mysterious
tornado hit. As she realized their new
whereabouts, Dorothy says, “I've a feeling
we're not in Kansas any more.” We find a
similar situation as we take a look at the
Hispanic Seventh-day Adventist church
development since its humble beginning on
December 23, 1899 in the town of Sanchez,
Arizona. When we compare it to today’s
church, we could honestly say, “we are not in
Kansas any more.”
(http://www.azpathfinders.org)
One of the main reasons the Seventh-day
Adventist church has grown in big cities in the
North American Division has been the need to
accommodate immigrants from Spanish-

speaking countries. Since then, the number of
Spanish-speaking churches in the North
American Division had grown exponentially.
In an Adventist Today article, Monte Sahlin
wrote, “Since the 1970s a growing segment
of the Adventist Church in North America has
been made up of Spanish-language local
churches.” (Sahlin, 2009) According to the
North American Division report, in 2009 there
were 1,077 Spanish churches and
companies with 167,230 members in North
America! If the growth patterns were to remain
constant, we would not have anything to
worry about. But reality tells us the growth
patterns are not remaining constant, and other
issues come into play as well.

Natural Problems
Needless to say, the Spanish-speaking
church suffers from the same predicaments as
every other church in America. The impact is
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somewhat different and sometimes even more
complicated than English speaking churches.
Let’s begin with the transition from modernity
to post-modernity. The post-modern
movement initially impacted the so-called
“first world countries.” The “third world
countries” experience its ramifications later
(McHale, 2008). Since most Spanishspeaking countries fall in the “third world”
category, immigrants who come from such
countries bring their culture and way of
thinking with them. This includes their
language and worship styles, which creates a
modern church in a post-modern society
(http://www.nationsonline.org).
The so-called “generation gap” generally
affects all cultures. For example, generational
differences cause barriers in communication,
varieties in perspective, and differing ways to
gather truth. Churches are not exempt from
the generation gap phenomenon. The
disparity gets accentuated because older
generations are more likely to attend church
than younger generations (Hitti, 2006).
Hispanic churches face a bicultural
dilemma, a bilingual barrier and a dual
cosmovision of worship. These three
situations, when not attended, create a huge
breach between American-born members and
the immigrant members. This hinders the
possibility of growth and the future of
Hispanic churches. These problems, although
most noticeable between youth and adults,
has no age limit. And its ramifications reach
across all members and ministries of the
church.

“Then” – A Biblical Perspective
At the end of the book of Matthew, Jesus
gave his disciples instructions regarding
whom they should reach and what should
they do to reach them. “Jesus came and
spoke to them, saying… Go therefore and
make disciples of all the nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of the Son
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and of the Holy Spirit,” Matthew 28:18-19
(New King James Version). Note that the
disciples were to make followers of “all
nations.” That meant Christians would not be
of one nation or one culture or one language.
As the Christian Church began to reach
other nations, the apostles faced a
conundrum. Acts chapter 15 narrates the
clash of cultures resulting from spreading the
Gospel to non-Jews. After deliberations, they
concluded, “So God, who knows the heart,
acknowledged them by giving them the Holy
Spirit, just as He did to us, and made no
distinction between us and them, purifying
their hearts by faith” Acts 15:8-9. That
landmark statement could be considered the
official establishment of multicultural ministry
in the Christian church.
In a view of the previous Biblical
evidences for multicultural ministry we come
to some practical conclusions. First of all,
people are never from the same, identical
cultural background. Today we find ourselves
in the most incredible multicultural society;
therefore our ministry should be carried out
with that same multicultural target in mind.
Secondly, Christianity should not be limited to
one language, especially when the church
worship service is conducted in a language
other than that of the country where it is
located. Finally, ministry is most effective
when is practiced in the context of the people
where it is performed. It is far easier to catch
fish in the water than on dry land.

“Now” – A Practical Approach
There is no doubt several models have
been tried to reach American-born Hispanics
in Spanish churches. Unfortunately, the results
have not offered the desired outcome. One of
the most common ineffective models
embraces the idea that Spanish is the only
language to be used in Spanish churches.
American born Hispanics are “pushed” to
learn Spanish. Members who have difficulty
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learning Spanish find themselves unable to
participate, which also excludes them from
church leadership.
Another model offers separate worship
services—one in Spanish and the other in
English. These can be held at separate times
or in separate locations. The typical result is a
split congregation or the pastor favoring one
over the other.
A recent plan to reach American-born
Hispanics has been the creation of young
adult churches. By intentionally catering the
worship style to young adults, the response is
positive but relatively short-lived. For
example, when young adults marry and have
children, their activities and pursuits
drastically change to include children’s
ministries and fewer late night gatherings.
Newer young adults often find that the
established young adults are stuck in their
ways and unwilling to hand over the
leadership reins to them. Since aging cannot
be prevented, the problem has been what to
do with the people when they get older. The
initial young adult churches lost their original
composition and the surviving ones have
become regular churches with a lack of
identity. They are not well accepted by
Hispanic or American communities.
For the past 12 years I have wrestled with
the dilemma of keeping American Hispanics
in Spanish churches. I have been youth
pastor in one of the largest Hispanic churches
in Los Angeles. Also, I pastored a Hispanic
young adult church for over five years. For the
last five years I’ve been the senior pastor of a
large Hispanic church in the Southern
California Conference. In this role I have
worked on blending immigrant worship
elements and American cultural needs. The
result of this effort has taken a church from
250 attendees to 450 in a year and a half.
Such attendance includes non-Hispanics and
non-Spanish speaking Hispanics. Over this

time a model for ministry has taken shape.
This model utilizes four components that
center on worship, drawing various groups
together into the Church.
The process begins with Awareness. Most
members in Hispanic churches don’t visit
other churches. They are oblivious that other
Adventist churches in the same conference
worship in a different way than they do. The
way worship was conducted decades ago
needs to evolve to become relevant to the
people of today. What was learned in their
countries years ago worked to reach people in
those countries at that time. If we want the
church to exist in the future, we need a church
that will reach the people who live in our city
today. The awareness process begins by
educating the membership of the existence of
generational and cultural differences. Those
who have teenagers at home are sometimes
more scared than aware of the differences
between them and their children.
The second step in the process is that the
Bible is a book of context and change. God
spoke to people in their own culture, language
and time so that they could understand the
message. The story of the Bible is based on
the condition of humans and the
transformation God wants to complete.
Therefore, if the church is the medium through
which God wants to reach the unsaved, it
must be open to speak to people in their own
culture, language and time in order to be
efficient.
Finally, the awareness process leads to a
practical way to be a Christian. The church
has to be moved from a faith based on
religion, tradition and customs to a practical
and relational faith.

Preaching is one of the most important
aspects of this model. Sermons are usually
done as a series with contemporary themes
planned months in advance. As a preacher, I
make sure that every sermon has a biblical
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truth, is part of a story, and offers a practical
“how to do it” element. We provide handouts
for the sermons every week and make sure
multimedia slides are bilingual. The objective
of the messages is to teach the ancient truths
of Scripture by applying them to the needs of
today. Also, our vision, goals and purpose
receive constant expression from the pulpit.
The most important aspect of the model is
involvement. We emphasize this in two
areas. The first area is to involve the youth in
the development of the worship and church
ministries. The second area of involvement is
relationships or “fellowship” with different
generations interlaced in different areas.
Participation is essential in front and behind
the scenes. We find that they have an
incredible amount of talent! Because of that
we started new ministries such as graphic
design and video editing. Our communication
department has 12 members, all under the
age of 30. They are in charge of the church
website, bulletin and video streaming of
worship services as well as other technology
based responsibilities.
We have discovered that as the ministries
develop, fellowship increases. In order to
better offer opportunities for fellowship we
created “lunch teams.” Every week one of the
15 different teams prepares lunch for our
friends and members. People come to church
to hear the Word, but stay in the church when
they build relationships. Following lunch, we
started to offer Bible studies. This has grown
to the point that now we usually have 20-30
Bible studies every Sabbath after lunch.
The appearance of the facility is extremely
important. The platform or front of the
sanctuary needs to reflect the people you want
to reach. In our church we have stained glass
and two video projection screens. We have
flowers and a communion table along with
video cameras and computers. We have a big
Bible in the middle of the stage and color
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lights projected on the wall. There is
translation equipment for those who need it,
and all printed materials they need in their
language. We want to make sure the
environment is conducive to a worship
experience as well as to a connection with the
times and needs.
All these elements converge to form our
Worship style. The style of worship
determines the group of people to be reached.
If we want to reach the young, we need to
include them in the worship service. Worship
style is more than just the music. The style of
the worship encompasses the elements and
rhythms of the liturgy. In order to decide what
is going to be included in a relevant worship
service, we must answer the question “What
is the purpose?” We must remember we are in
a multimedia-oriented epoch. Today, people
are used to flip channels to what they think is
most attractive, relevant and suitable. The
worship style must be streamlined and
purposeful. Unnecessary elements only deter
the worshiper from the experience. Also, the
selection of words used by the worship
leaders should not require an “Adventist”
dictionary to be understood. The message
should be simple and relevant to all people in
attendance.
Our church service has a “blended”
worship style. There are elements of
traditional combined with elements of
contemporary worship. For example, we start
with a call to worship followed by an
invocation and a hymn. Then, as the
welcome progresses, which includes people
shaking hands and hugs, the praise team
leads a couple of songs leading to the
sermon. The songs are usually in English and
Spanish, and words between songs are also
bilingual. Four different praise groups rotate
from week to week to lead the church in
worship. These groups include youth and
adults. We collect offerings at the end of the
sermon and then provide a blessing. Since
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are made with a purpose result in positive
outcomes; change for the sake of change
creates opposition. Most members love their
youth and their church. They want to have a
successful, living and productive church.
Unfortunately, they don’t know how and are
often afraid to do something new. When
planning and instruction are imparted with
purpose, the church and our youth will benefit
greatly.

the implementation of this worship style,
attendance has doubled and offerings and
tithes increased. We eliminated 30 minutes
that used to be swallowed by “preliminaries.”
The average sermon lasts 40 minutes.

Conclusion
Change never comes without resistance.
Nevertheless, the only way to overcome
resistance is by positive results. Changes that
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